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Abstract 
Acquisition of a foreign language represents an intensively studied issue, its psychological foundation being based on the 
individual differences of various learners. The learning process depends on a series of factors: cognitive factors (language 
apttitude, learning strategies), affective factors (attitudes, motivation, anxiety), metacognitive factors, and demographic factors. 
We have chosen to analize how affective factors contribute to first year Psychology and Educational Sciences students’ English 
proficiency. They were tested with AMTB and an English language test. There were identified significant differences in how 
affective factors influence learning a foreign language between this category of students and those coming from a faculty of 
letters. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of PSI WORLD 2013 and their Guest Editors: Dr Mihaela Chraif, Dr Cristian 
Vasile and Dr Mihai Anitei 
Keywords: affective factors, learning English, AMTB 
1. Introduction 
Robinson (2005) argues that explaining the process of learning a foreign language requires two complementary 
theories: the theory of transition and the theory of property. Transition theory refers to the relationship between 
cognitive abilities, learning processes and mechanisms used to transfer knowledge from point A to point B. The 
theory of property describes the features of knowledge from point A and point B. Interindividual differences in 
language learning play an important role in the theory of transition. Snow (cited in Robinson, 2005) proposes an 
interactionist approach to interindividual differences, namely the relevant aspects of the person and the situation in 
which the correlations between cognitive variables and outcomes are examined in relation to informational and 
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processing requirements of different contexts of exposure. Researchers have attempted a classification of these 
interindividual variables, most of them (Olivares-Cuhat, 2010) agreeing with the following categories:  
a. cognitive factors (language apttitude, learning strategies);  
b. affective factors (attitudes, motivation, anxiety); c. metacognitive factors;  
d. demographic factors. 
2. Theoretical background  
2.1. Affective factors 
Research concerning the affective factors seems to have been extremely fructuous lately, as shown in the great 
number of articles on this issue, as it  can be seen in the table below, which includes the number of studies on this 
issue published in the last 10 years (2002 – 2012) in 7 on-line international data bases (Science Direct, ProQuest,   
Ebsco, Cambridge Journals, Oxford Journals, Wiley, Springer-Link). The key words (motivation, attitude, anxiety) 
were only looked for in title, abstract and key words and there were identified 1311 papers on motivation, 1490 on 
attitude and 461on anxiety in relation with the acquisition of a foreign language. 
a. Motivation 
As one of the affective variables that can influence language learning, it appears as predictor of the performance 
in a foreign language in a remarkable number of articles. Moreover, some authors (Dörnyei, 1994a) found it to be 
the main determinant in learning a foreign language. The socio-educational model of language learning by Gardner 
(1985) is the most common model in the research studied (Cochran et al., 2010; Robinson, 2005). The model is 
based on five motivational / attitudinal variables and their relationship with learning a foreign languge: 
integralization, attitude towards the learning situation, motivation, integrative orientation and instrumental 
orientation. These relationships are verified through AMTB - Attitude / Motivation Test Battery. The model, as 
explained by its author himself, R.C. Gardner (Masgoret & Gardner, 2003), shows that integralization and attitude 
towards learning situation are two correlated variables that support individual motivation to learn a foreign 
language, but motivation is responsible for the results in learning a foreign language. In other words, the effects of 
the integration and attitudes towards learning situation on the results are indirect, acting through motivation. This 
complex consisting of integralization, attitude towards learning situation and motivation is renamed as integrative 
motivation. The research of the studies above mentioned revealed that motivation can predict about .35 of 
performance in learning a foreign language, regardless of the factors or strategies that have been associated, 
highlighting its importance. This enables us to include motivation among the factors with a decisive influence on the 
results in tests of language. 
b. Attitude 
Allport imposed attitudes as the most powerful determinants of behaviour. Investigations have mainly addressed 
the issue of training attitudes. For example, when an individual is faced with a new task, with an unusual object, this 
episode causes a series of reactions charged with value, meaning that the stimulus has the potential to cause positive 
or negative reactions. Negative attitude and lack of motivation of learners can become obstacles to language 
learning. Smith's view (cited in Oroujlou & Vahedi, 2011) on attitudes can be summarized as follows: attitudes can 
be learned, hence taught; they are situational and hence can be generalized; they act in a certain frame of reference; 
if an event / object itself does not generate an attitude, the situation, the context will determine which will be the 
subject’s attitude. Kormos et al. (2011) suggest that measurement of attitudes towards learning a foreign language 
can be done through questionnaires with Likert scales and provide an example of earlier researches (Kormos & 
Csizer, 2008).
Oroujlou & Vahedi (2011) emphasize that it is important to realize that it is mandatory to take into account the 
place of the English language in the world today as the foundation of an attitude towards this language. Also, if a 
student does not like to learn, does not like school, he can generalize this condition on language even before starting 
to learn it. Therefore, it takes positive attitude to increase students’ efficiency in foreign language classes. Attitude is 
generally measured in tandem with motivation, especially by AMTB, which provides very little data particularized 
for attitude. Given that a single accessible database (ProQuest) shows over a hundred thousand studies where 
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attitude appears associated with learning a foreign language, we felt it necessary to include it among the factors that 
can influence the results in language tests. 
c. Language Anxiety 
Another variable that may interfere with learning a foreign language is language anxiety, a factor which has a 
devastating effect on performance in oral communication. Anxiety is seen in psychology as either a trait (and it is a 
relatively stable personality trait), or as a state (a temporary situation). There is a third type of anxiety, anxiety 
specific to a situation, one that is recurrent in some kind of situation (Woodrow, 2006; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989, 
Horwitz, 2001) and research in the field of languages have shown that learning a foreign language can be classified 
as a specific situation. The influence of anxiety caused by the use of a foreign language is relatively recent in studies 
on factors affecting the results in learning a foreign language. In 1981, Stephen Krashen (as cited Olivares-Cuhat, 
2010) hypothesized the affective filter, which credits affective factors (anxiety, motivation and self-confidence) with 
the ability to influence the success in learning a foreign language. He believes them mediators between the linguistic 
input of the classroom situation and the student’s ability to learn. 
Horwitz (2001) considers anxiety to a foreign language as more than the sum of its parts and defines it as "a 
distinct complex of proprioperception, beliefs, feelings and behaviours that occur during learning in the classroom 
because  of  the  uniqueness  of  a  learning  languages".  Anxiety  can  be  seen  as  a  construct  with  two  dimensions,  
reflecting the communication in the classroom and beyond, in situations of everyday communication (Woodrow, 
2006). Foreign language anxiety has the same clinical picture as any other type of anxiety (Horwitz): difficult 
concentration, sweating, palpitations, worry, fear and even horror of foreign language class, anxious students having 
an avoidance behaviour (they miss classes, do not do their homework).  
3. Research methodology 
3.1. Goals and hypotheses 
The mail goal was identifying the influence of the affective factors on the performance in English language 
acquisition in students that do not major in languages. We also wanted to find out if there is any difference in this 
influence between students who learn English as part of their compulsory curriculum or personal interest and those 
who learn it for professional purpose. Based on the literature review, we assumed that there is a strong relationship 
between the affective (attitudes, motivation, anxiety) factors and performance in English. 
3.2. Sample
There were involved 92 first year students in Psychology and Educational Sciences from Transilvania University 
of Brasov, who took English classes at intermediate level as part of their compulsory curriculum. We chose this 
sample as they do not learn English for professional purposes, but as an instrument of personal and professional 
development. We also tested 39 students from the Facuty of Letters, who major in English. There were 103 females 
and 39 males involved, this lack of balance being due to the peculiarities of the groups of students involved.  
3.3. Instruments used  
a. The Attitude/Motivation Test Battery, designed by R. C. Gardner, is comprised of scales assessing the 
individual's affective reactions toward various groups, individuals and concepts associated with second language 
acquisition. As reported in the test manual, it demonstrates a reasonable level of the internal consistency, reliability 
and validity. The battery focuses on three factors: the intensity of motivation, the willingness to learn that language 
and the attitude towards learning languages. It has 19 scales, out of which we used Motivational Intensity and Desire 
to Learn English as part of the motivation scale, Interest in Foreign Languages, Attitudes toward Learning English 
and Attitudes toward English-speaking people as part of the attitude scale and English Class Anxiety and English
Use Anxiety comprised in the anxiety scale. We received the Romanian version of this test from the author himself. 
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b. A multiple choice English language performance test was given by their English teacher for the purpose of this 
research, scored from 1(least good) to 10 (best). 
3.4. Intervention 
We have chosen to analyse how affective factors contribute to first year Psychology students’ English 
proficiency. They were chosen because they do not major in languages and linguistics, so their performance does 
not depend on professional motivation. We also compared their results with those of students that major in English. 
We administered the instruments above at the end of the second semester, to be able to account for their 
performance. The data obtained were statistically analysed. 
3.5. Results 
The results in the English test showed that most of the students (59%) obtained the maximum score (10) and none 
had scores  lower  than  6  (the  minimum for  passing  a  test  in  Romania  is  5).  This  may be  due  to  the  fact  that  both  
groups had the possibility to choose the language to be studied in university, so there must have been prior interest 
for studying it.  
The results for students of psychology – pedagogy revealed significant correlations between the performance in 
English and students’ motivation and anxiety, but not with their attitude towards learning English. On one hand, the 
students in question may be very familiar with tests, and on the other hand they may be hard working students so the 
attitude may not influence learning English in particular. These results are consistent with research mentioned above 
as concerning motivation and anxiety.  
Tabel 1. Correlations of the results for students of psychology – pedagogy  
Motivation Attitude Anxiety English Test 
Motivation Pearson Correlation 1 .862** -.402** .225**
Attitude Pearson Correlation 1 -.279** .116 
Anxiety Pearson Correlation 1 -.228**
Note. N = 131, ** p < .01 
When extended to the whole sample (all students regardless their major), the results’ significance remained 
unchanged. So the next step was to look for the differences between students who major in English and those who 
do not, in terms of affective factors that influence learning a foreign language. We compared the results of students 
from the faculty of psychology-pedagogy with those from the faculty of letters. The t test performed showed 
significant difference in the results for the performance in English in the two groups due to the affective factors. The 
means indicate that students majoring in English are more motivated and have a more favourable attitude towards 
learning English than students in psychology – pedagogy, whereas the latters are more anxious during foreign 
language classes. 
Tabel 2. T test results concerning differences between students from the faculty of psychology-pedagogy and those from the faculty of letters 
t df Mean Difference Sig. (2-tailed) D Cohen 
Motivation 2.68 129 11.75 .008 .47 
Attitude 3.25 129 4.82 .001 .57 
Anxiety -2.09 129 -7.05 .038 .36 
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4. Conclusions 
The correlations show that out of the affective factors, motivation and anxiety are strongly linked to English 
performance in the sample in question, thus reiterating the results of previous research. Our results are partly 
consistent with those in Robinson's research (2005), which showed that motivation and aptitude are the best 
predictors for successful outcomes in learning a foreign language after training. However, in our study, attitude does 
not have a significant influence on performance in English so further studies should be accomplished in order to find 
out whether their attitude is related to learning in general or to learning a foreign language or to learning English. 
The means show that students majoring in English are more motivated and have a more favourable attitude towards 
learning English than students from the faculty of psychology and educational sciences, probably because the 
formers learn English with the specific purpose of using it at a professional level so they must have been strongly 
motivated to choose it for their university studies and they probably also have a positive attitude towards this 
language and everything regarding it, as it is their major. Whereas, students majoring in psychology or pedagogy 
learn English as part of their compulsory curriculum and only need English for collateral professional purpose (such 
as reading scientific papers) so their motivation and their attitude towards learning English are significantly lower. 
As concerning the anxiety level, psychology – pedagogy students are more anxious than their colleagues majoring in 
English,  which  can  be  explained  by  the  fact  that  they  do  not  feel  as  secure  as  the  latters  when  using  a  foreign  
language. Anxious students (Horwitz, 2001; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989) feel unable to meet the demands of 
learning a foreign language, feel less competent than their peers, are afraid of being negatively evaluated by them, 
are afraid of making mistakes. As overcoming these comes with experience, we may assume that students from the 
faculty of letters, who have been learning languages for a longer time and more diligently, feel less anxious when 
using a foreign languge, which for some is already as a familiar as their mother tongue. 
As Dörnyei highlighted, Gardner’s socio-educational model of language learning does not account for the 
pedagogical issues that may affect learning in the classroom, or for the cognitive aspects of motivation (Dörnyei, 
1994b). Hence, some pedagogical recommendations for teachers of English could be derived: students’ motivation 
for learning a foreign language must be raised in order to obtain good results in English; changing attitude is a 
difficult and time-consuming process, so it is better to form a positive attitude towards foreign languages as early in 
life as possible; situational factors, that is the school environment and contextual items, may affect students’ anxiety 
level so teachers should provide a secure and engaging environment. Putting pressure on students can only 
discourage them, especially when a teacher must develop students’ speaking abilities. 
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A limitation of this study is the choice of the sample. The results could have been more accurate if we had chosen 
students from more faculties and this may be a line for further research. There could also be several different factors, 
not taken into account in the present paper, which may be responsible for these results,  among which we mention 
resilience.  
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